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THE EFFECTS OF VEGETARIAN AND VEGAN DIET  
ON BREASTMILK COMPOSITION
   Breastfeeding infants receive essential nutrients such as 
omega-3 fatty acids and vitamin B-12 through the breast milk. 
With the popularization of vegan and vegetarian diets, we sought 
to research the effects of dietary intake on the breast milk, 
specifically in how it relates to nutrients essential for the proper 
growth and development of an infant.  Research showed a 
positive correlation between maternal intake and breast milk 
composition with both nutrients.  Lower levels of both vitamin 
B-12 and omega-3 fatty acids were found in breast milk from 
both vegan and vegetarian mothers as compared to those who 
ate animal products.  Vegan and vegetarian women must 
consider the various options that exist to maintain adequate 
concentrations of essential nutrients in the breast milk.  
     As future nurses with a passion for women’s health, our goal 
is to educate and enable women to be successful in 
breastfeeding and in maintaining their own health while doing 
so.  
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How does maternal diet, specifically the limitation of complete 
omission of animal products in diet, affect the composition of 
the breast milk?
What options exist for supplementation that provide adequate 
dietary nutrients for the breastfeeding infant? 
     Women’s health, particularly breastfeeding education and 
support, is an area of healthcare that this group is passionate 
about.  Informing women on the importance of breastfeeding 
and nourishing their own bodies through pregnancy and after is 
a point of education that can be overlooked during prenatal 
care.  Research shows that maternal dietary habits affect the 
composition of the breast milk, which in turn impacts the health 
of the baby (Bravi, 2016).  This group seeks to research how 
different dietary patterns change the composition of breast milk, 
and in turn, how the composition of breast milk affects the 
growth and development of the breastfeeding infant.  
     In the United States, many women are not successful with 
breastfeeding or never attempt it.  A CDC study shows that 
while it is recommended that babies are exclusively breastfed 
for 6 months, only 50% of U.S. babies were exclusively 
breastfed through 3 months of age, and only 25% were 
exclusively breastfed through 6 months of age (CDC, 2018). 
Because rates of breastfeeding success are so low in the U.S., 
we feel this research is relevant for nurses to understand in 
order to better educate and support their breastfeeding and 
prenatal patients.  The group wants to know how to better 
educate women about the impact of their diet on breast milk 
composition. 
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     Maintaining adequate intake of these essential nutrients is vital for the 
health of mother and infant. Various options exist to ensure adequate 
intake for the infant while continuing to breastfeed.  Our primary 
recommendation would be the consumption of food dense in these 
nutrients.  Incorporating a small amount of eggs, milk, salmon, beef, or 
liver into the diet can meet the recommended intake for the mother which 
will ensure that her breast milk has a sufficient amount to meet the 
infant’s needs.  Fortified grains and cereals can also be incorporated into 
the diet to meet B-12 needs when eating animal products is not desired. 
The secondary recommendation would include supplementation for the 
mother through regular B-12 injections and micro algae supplementation 
for omega-3 fatty acids.  Supplementation is an effective way to increase 
dietary intake of these nutrients.  Research shows that vegan women who 
took vitamin B-12 supplements saw a marked increase in breast milk 
concentration of vitamin B-12, even when dietary intake was insufficient 
(Pawlak, 2018). 
DISCUSSION
     Vegetarian and vegan diets involve the partial or complete omission of animal 
products from the diet respectively.  These dietary practices can result in various 
nutritional deficiencies including vitamin B-12 deficiency, omega-3 fatty acid 
deficiency, iron deficiency, and zinc deficiency.   The research we analyzed focuses on 
vitamin B-12 and omega-3 fatty acid deficiencies as the effects to the health of the 
infant have the potential to be highly acute and lasting.  
     Vitamin B-12 is essential for the proper cognitive and physical development of an 
infant.  The only natural sources of B-12 are found in animal products such as liver, red 
meats, and eggs.  Research shows that women who do not consume animal products 
are at a high risk for B-12 deficiency.  In turn, their breast milk can become deficient 
resulting in infant deficiency of B-12.  While B-12 deficiency can have effects on the 
mother’s health, the risk and impact on the infant can be much more dangerous and 
lasting.  Infantile B-12 deficiency can result in reduced function or improper 
development of the central nervous system, failure to thrive, delayed physical and 
cognitive development, movement impairment (ataxia), vision impairment, and 
improper development of blood cells (UC Davis Health, 2014).  
     While there are three main types of omega-3 fatty acids, our research focused upon 
DHA, a nutrient highly important to the development of infants.  Foods with high 
concentration of DHA include deep-sea cold-water fish such as salmon, cod, tuna, and 
sardines.  Research shows that women who consume limited or no amounts of animal 
products have lower concentrations in the breast milk.  Again, these dietary 
deficiencies can result in a deficiency for the infant which can lead to complications 
such as stunted growth, cognitive delay, higher rates of infant mortality, and higher risk 
for child-onset type 1 diabetes (Engel, 2010).  
